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Special rescue training prepares 
responders for not-so-routine calls

In the height of mountain biking season, 
thousands of riders may be on Galbraith 
Mountain over the course of the week, and a 
few of those riders usually end up getting in 
trouble.

“Many of those calls are off the beaten path, 
and different than your regular medical call,” 
said Division Chief Tony Melillo, who oversees 
the special rescue training for South Whatcom 
Fire Authority.

Likewise, boaters and swimmers may get into 
trouble on the water, either on our local lakes 
or in the bay, which calls for special rescue 
techniques as well.

To meet these special rescue needs, SWFA has implemented training to make sure all first 
responders have a least a basic level of knowledge in special rescue techniques. Many also go on 
to gain additional training for special rescue to participate in and lead rescue teams. Initial training 
takes about 40 hours for each discipline.

The standards for training are drawn from two entities, Washington state and the National Fire 
Prevention Association (NFPA). While the state sets its own codes, the NFPA puts forth industry-
standard best practices. Using these guidelines as a starting point, SWFA has tailored its special 
rescue training to meet the needs of our community.

Melillo explains SWFA has devised three levels of training: awareness, operational and technical. All 
firefighter/EMTs are trained to the awareness level. This allows them to assess the situation to know 
if special rescue assistance is called for and what kind of basic safety procedures are necessary.

“Responder safety and patient safety are top priority,” he said.

The operational level is what Melillo calls the “meat and potatoes” of the rescue. Training at this level 
allows responders to be deployed to an incident. Responders trained to this level are the active 
rescuers.

The technical level is the highest level of training and responders trained to this level are leading the 
rescue effort.

For example, in a technical rope rescue the leader is actively doing the math related to the rope 
angle, weight and friction on the rope. In a water rescue, this person is directing the search 
patterns, leading the team in recovery or extraction, and piloting the rescue water craft.

Working smoke alarms save lives! Test your smoke alarm batteries once a month and change the batteries at least once a year.
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Special rescue water training on Lake Whatcom

By Hilary Parker

Yew Street
Holiday Parade
Dec. 22
5:00 - 7:30 PM

Firefighters will be collecting donations for the food bank on the 
evening of Dec. 22. Look for the decorated engine rolling through 
the neighborhoods of the former Fire District 10, handing out 
candy canes and dog treats and collecting donations. Residents 
who won’t be home the day of the parade can drop off donations 
at the fire station. Donations go to the food bank the Monday 
following the parade.

• Make sure flammable 
items aren’t stored 
near furnaces or other 
heat sources

• Fireplace ashes 
should be put in a 
metal container and 
placed outside away 
from any buildings

• Keep space heaters 
at least 3 feet from 
anything that will 
burn, including people

Winter Safety 
Reminders



Special rescue training prepares responders for 
not-so-routine calls

When I was the assistant fire chief, 
I often told our personnel that progress requires us to 
be willing to accept a new future while respecting our 
past. As fire chief, I find myself living these words. South 
Whatcom Fire Authority (SWFA) has a strong history of 
positive accomplishments. That direction was initiated 
by retired Fire Chief Dave Ralston and his various fire 
commissioners over the last 13 years, and is a testament 
to both good governance and an organization focused 
on enhancing the communities we serve. It is with this 
profound respect for what has been accomplished that I 
begin a continued direction I hope will be as productive.

A core tenet of our mission is providing a guaranteed 
response to our community through the most efficient use 
of resources, and since I have been employed here with 
SWFA, we have continuously worked to find that right 
model. It has been the Authority’s belief, and I still believe 
today, that a combination of highly trained volunteer 
and career personnel, as well as partnering with our 
neighboring agencies, is the right way to accomplish this 
fundamental tenet of our mission.  

Working with the elected board of commissioners we will begin planning in the near future for our 
next stage as a service organization. Our plans will include continued fostering of partnerships with 
our bordering agencies; evaluation of facilities and their current state of use; and an attempt to find 
the right balance with a combination staffing model.

Over the last 12 years more than 250 volunteers have been accepted by our organization and we 
have grown our career staff by nine career firefighters, yet we still have nearly the same operational 
numbers on our roster that we did in 2009 when the fire authority was formed. The environment 
of volunteering as a firefighter has changed, and the constant turnover of personnel disrupts 
our ability to provide consistent services. The turnover of personnel has always been the most 
challenging hurdle facing SWFA. While the hurdle may continue, my goal is to lower its impacts, 
while still fostering the environment that our members value: an environment that improves career 
development, enriches their lives with new friendships, and instills the value of service to our 
community.  

I am excited for the opportunity afforded to me by our Fire Authority Commissioners, and I 
look forward to what I hope is a mutually rewarding tenure as Fire Chief between myself, our 
organization’s members, and, most importantly, the community we are dedicated to serve.
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A Message from Fire Chief Rod Topel
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“The leaders are like the coach,” Melillo explained. “They call 
the plays.”

With a wealth of outdoor recreation areas within the fire 
district, wilderness rescue is a primary focus. Wilderness 
rescue responders learn how to navigate by trail map using 
the checkpoints and trail names as guides. Melillo said they 
also use GPS to aid in searches for cases where the patient’s 
location isn’t exactly known. Responders also learn wilderness 
extraction techniques – how to put someone in the litter and get 
that person safely packaged to be walked out of the wilderness. 
Sometimes such a rescue may also require use of ropes, which 
is a separate training.

While a high angle rope rescue – think of vertical ropes on a cliff 
face – only happen once every few years, the need for low angle 
rope rescue arises a few times each year, Melillo said.

An example of low angle rescue is a vehicle over an 
embankment. While the vehicle might not even be very far down 
the embankment, if it’s steep enough that the responders would 
need to use their hands to steady themselves going up or down, 
that calls for ropes.

Rope training in the district revolves around hazard-specific 
training for the kinds of rescue responders are most likely 
to need in our area, Melillo said. These scenarios include 
geography around Galbraith Mountain and the cliffs along 
Chuckanut.

It is not unusual for the Bellingham Fire Department’s marine 
unit to provide mutual aid for rope rescues along the Chuckanut 
cliffs. For example, if an injured hiker is stranded on the cliffs 
above the water, it is less complicated to lower that person onto 
Bellingham Fire Department’s awaiting boat to be transported to 
the marina and then to the hospital.

Techniques for other kinds of rope rescue, such as in urban or 
industrial settings, aren’t a focus for our fire district, but other 
responders in the county do have those specific skills.

Water rescue of swimmers and boaters is most prevalent in the 
summer. Struggling swimmers, boat fires and sinking craft are 
typical calls that may need a rescue response. Any time of year 
the district may respond to overturned watercraft. Oftentimes, 
these turn out to be “false calls,” Melillo said, where the boat 
happened to get away from its dock unmanned.

One area of water rescue not commonly trained for is ice, simply 
because we don’t always have the sustained cold temperatures 
to freeze our locals lakes or ponds.

“When we get ice we take advantage of it, and go out and train,” 
Melillo said.

continued from page 1

Fire Chief Rod Topel

New recruits graduate 
December 19

Special rescue ropes training on Mount Erie in Anacortes

Eleven new volunteer recruits (two from 
WCFD 18) will be graduating from the 2019 
Fall Fire Academy on Dec. 19. The recruits 
will have completed over 200 hours of 
firefighting and hazardous materials training 
conducted as part of a joint academy 
including seven different fire agencies from 
around Whatcom County. Congratulations, 
and welcome recruits!
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Meet Assistant Chief Mitch Nolze
With Rod Topel 
stepping into the role 
of fire chief in June, 
SWFA needed to fill 
the role of assistant 
fire chief. Volunteer 
Battalion Chief Mitch 
Nolze was selected to 
take on the position.

Nolze began his career 
in the fire service 
15 years ago as a 
volunteer in Maple 

Valley. He got involved because his cousin had 
just started volunteering in the Burien area and 
Nolze thought he’d give it a try, too. He found 
that he really enjoyed the camaraderie and 
community involvement within the fire service.

He joined SWFA in 2008, working his way up 
from volunteer firefighter to battalion chief over 
the years. Concurrently, he worked for the 
Whatcom County Fire Marshal’s Office as a fire 
inspector.

He became a full-time employee of SWFA when 
he became assistant chief in June. His duties 
include overseeing operations and training.

“I’m taking the great foundation set by Rod 
(Topel) and Dave (Ralston) and putting my own 
spin on it,” Nolze said.

Nolze also has a family connection to the fire 
district. His father-in-law is Rob Seabury, a 
former SWFA captain.

Nolze and his wife, Barbara, have recently 
purchased a home in Sudden Valley, and 
are looking forward to being part of the 
neighborhood.

Tony Melillo was promoted to Division Chief of 
Training on Nov. 1. He first joined WCFD #9 as 
a resident firefighter in 1999.  Tony was hired by 
the four fire districts March 1, 2008, as the first 
South Whatcom fire fighter. he was promoted 
to Lieutenant in 2013, Captain in August 2016, 
and Division Chief of Training earlier this month.

Peter Ellis recently was promoted to 
Lieutenant. He began as a volunteer with SWFA 
in August 2012, was hired full time March 1, 
2018, and promoted to Lieutenant Aug. 1, 
2019.

SWFA welcomes two new full-time career 
firefighters, Adam Lent and Andrew Miller. 
Adam began as a volunteer August 2015 and 
Andrew began as a volunteer August 2012. 
Both began their full-time positions on Oct. 1.
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Two firefighters recognized with promotions

New career firefighters

Joining  
the Team
By Rod Topel, Fire Chief

SWFA recruits the best 
possible individuals to 
join our organization, 
and accepts 
applications for non-
trained firefighters twice 
a year for our firefighter 
academy and EMT 
class. 

Our recruitment periods 
begin in March and 
September for the 
respective following Fall 
and Winter firefighter 
training academies. To 
become a member, 
each recruit must pass 
a cognitive exam, a 
physical assessment 
test and an oral board 
interview. 

Successful applicants 
then must go through 
drug screening, criminal 
and driving background 
checks, and an 
occupational medical 
exam. The entire 
recruiting process takes 
about 70-90 days to 
complete.

Applications for SWFA 
may be found on our 
website at SWRFA.org.
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 2050 Lake Whatcom Blvd., Bellingham, WA  98229

Employment Application  

APPLICANT INFORMATION 

Last Name  
First  

M.I. Date  

Street Address 
 

Apartment/Unit #  

Mailing Address  
(if different from above) 

City  

State  
ZIP  

Main 
Phone  

Cell 
Secondary  
Phone 

Cell
Birthdate   

Social Security No.  
E-Mail Address  

Position Applying for Volunteer FF            Resident FF            Career FF            Other                             
       

Are you a citizen of the United 

States? 
YES  NO   If no, are you authorized to work in the U.S.? YES   NO  

Have you ever worked for this 

company?
YES  NO  If so, when?  

Have you ever been convicted 

of a felony?
YES  NO   If yes, explain  

EMERGENCY CONTACT INFORMATION 

Emergency Contact  

Relation  

Home Phone  

Work Phone  

Spouse Information (if different from emergency contact) 

Name  

Home
Phone

Work
Phone 

EDUCATION 

High School  
Address  

From  
T
o

Did you 
graduate? 

YES  NO   Degree  

College  
Address  

From  
T
o

Did you 
graduate? 

YES  NO   Degree  

Other  
Address  

From  
T
o

Did you 
graduate? 

YES  NO   Degree  

PREVIOUS FIRE/EMS EXPERIENCE 

List any training/certifications related to fire and/or EMS (include certification #’s and expirations) and/or provide resume: 

By Hilary ParkerMutual aid, and its cousin automatic aid, are two important tools 
modern day fire departments use to provide consistent, timely 
service.

Mutual aid assistance is dispatched upon request. Usually 
the responding fire department will request assistance after 
arriving on the scene and determining a need. Automatic aid 
is assistance that is dispatched automatically by a contractual 
agreement between two fire departments, communities or fire 
districts. A prime example is when a ladder truck is needed 
but the department does not have one and the neighboring 
department provides this equipment.

It’s not uncommon for other agencies to be notified and 
dispatched to SWFA incidents to assist with high-demand 
incidents such as structure fires and motor vehicle accidents 
requiring extracations. Other agencies may also respond to 
our incidents when our units are concurrently busy with other 

alarms. Likewise, SWFA travels to neighboring agency alarms 
for the same reasons. The days of each emergency response 
agency attempting to be fully self-sufficient is essentially over.  

This reciprocal response maximizes our use of publicly 
provided funds. As fire service leaders, we believe this is good 
governance. As relationships build, and as agencies see we are 
investing similarly to accomplish the same fundamental mission, 
we should see this cooperation improve further. In the future we 
may share training, cooperate to send the closest GPS-located 
unit, and perhaps even drop department/district borders.  

The standard we as emergency service agencies are all 
measured by is a simple question: Are we providing the quality 
of service expected in the quickest manner and doing so 
efficiently with the monies entrusted? Mutual aid and automatic 
aid agreements are a large part of providing the answer to that 
question.

Mutual aid agreements work

Bellingham Fire Department and South Whatcom Fire Authority work together on a call.

Grant award defrays 
cost of new gear
In September 2019, South Whatcom Fire Authority (SWFA) was 
awarded an Assistance to Firefighters’ grant from FEMA totaling 
$318,000 to assist with the purchase of replacement Self 
Contained Breathing Apparatus (SCBA).

According to Chief Topel, SCBAs are a critical component to the 
safety equipment required for firefighting. The bottles that supply 
the air must be replaced every 12 years, and the air packs 
currently in use by SWFA must be either replaced or refurbished. 
By 2020, SWFA must accomplish this costly work, so the grant 
comes at just the right time.

Topel estimates that the grant will cover close to 80% of the 
replacement cost of the required equipment. This provides the 
department with another 12 years before funds are needed for 
replacement/refurbishment.

The grant was authored by Debbie Seabury, a long-time Sudden 
Valley resident, who over the past 15 years has generated more 
than $1 million in grant funding for SWFA and its predecessor 
Whatcom County Fire District 2 for various equipment funding.  

“Debbie Seabury recently passed away, but the legacy of her 
efforts for our organization will provide lasting support for this 
community for years to come,” Chief Topel said. “She was a 
very good friend, and she will be tremendously missed.”



Community Connection: Groups use 
stations’ training rooms as meeting space
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Fun for all at the fall Pancake Feed

Spooky staff 
ready for 
Haunted Path

The Oct. 12 Pancake Feed at the Geneva 
fire station brought the community together for pancakes, 
breakfast and conversation with friends and neighbors. 
Nearly 600 attended the event, including former Fire Chief 
Dave Ralston, in his first opportunity to enjoy the breakfast 
as a guest.  

SWFA staff and family members dressed up in 
preparation to spook trick-or-treaters on the 
Haunted Path at the Geneva fire station this 
Halloween.  

Did you know that many of our 
station houses have rooms available 
for community members to use?
Our training rooms can be reserved for 
community meetings or events, currently at     
no cost.

“The process of reserving a room is painless,” 
said Scott Walsh. He is a member of the 
Sudden Valley long-range emergency planning 
committee that uses the Sudden Valley station’s 
training room.

From ample parking, to the availability of audio 
visual equipment, to the flexibility arranging 
chairs and tables as needed, Walsh says it has 
met the needs of his group.

The Sudden Valley station, No. 22, along with 
Geneva Station 21 and Chuckanut Station 18 
all have audio visual equipment available. Group 
members just need to provide their own laptop.

“It’s changed how we do our business,” said 
Darrin DeCosta, a board member for the Youth 
Hockey Association that uses the Geneva 
meeting room. He says now they don’t have 
to print out all their materials, but can use the 
projector to show minutes, presentations and 
more on the screen.

DeCosta also happens to be a South Whatcom 
volunteer firefighter, but it was actually another 
member of the Youth Hockey board, Tom Fields 
Jr., who suggested they look into reserving a 
room at the Geneva fire station.

With one phone call, the group’s monthly 
meetings are on the room reservation calendar 
for the next five years, DeCosta said. This 
stability is important – their last meeting location 
couldn’t always guarantee the group’s meeting 
space would be available.

“It’s an excellent resource. I would highly 
recommend it,” said Ann McQuaid, a Brighton 
Crest HOA member. Her group uses the 
Chuckanut station for its monthly meetings. She 
likes that it can accommodate a large group (up 
to 75), and kitchen facilities are available.

The West Lake Samish fire station is routinely 
used for community gatherings, notes Lake 
Samish resident Joan Ellsworth. The Garden 
Club meets there monthly; a game night and 
travel night are also monthly community events 
hosted at the fire station.

Using your phone’s GPS, it alerts those who sign up when a request for CPR is made to 911, 
the location of the closest AED, and the location of the patient. It is important to note that it only 
releases information for incidents that are located in a publicly accessible location or business. It 
does not provide information to private residences.

Help save a life with PulsePoint

Visit www.pulsepoint.org/pulsepoint-aed to learn more.

PulsePoint is an app that can be downloaded onto your phone and will alert you when an 
individual needs CPR as well as the closest AED unit.

If you are trained in CPR, please consider downloading the PulsePoint app.

HELP US 
FIND YOU!
Save valuable time 

when first responders 
are coming to assist 
you. House numbers 
should be at least 4” 

tall, easily visible, and 
a contrasting color to 
your residence. Turn 

on your outside lights 
if it is dusk or dark.

Station 22, Sudden Valley, and Station 29, West Lake Samish, have rooms that can 
accommodate fewer than 50. Station 18, Chuckanut, and Station 21, Geneva, can 
accommodate up to 75.

If you are interested in reserving one of the rooms, please contact the 
administration office at 360.676.8080 or email SouthRegionInfo@whatcomes.org.

Reserve a Room for your next meeting or training.

How it works:
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Chief Dave Ralston retired at 
the end of June this year, and 
members of the fire service, 
the community at large, family 
and friends gathered to say 
thank you for his service and 
bon voyage as he entered 
retirement. Lieutenant Scott 
Crowe (pictured right), former 
SWFA battalion chief and 
former Whatcom Fire District 
18 fire chief, presented Chief 
Ralston with an American flag 
in appreciation of his service. 
He was also gifted a new golf 
bag, which is reported to have 
been put to good use.
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Citizen CPR Classes

Wednesday, Dec. 4 
6:30-9:30 p.m.

Wednesday, Jan. 15 
6:30-9:30 p.m.

Wednesday, Feb. 12 
6:30-9:30 p.m. 

Monday, March 16 
6:30-9:30 p.m.

Free CPR classes are offered 
to residents of South Whatcom 
Fire Authority. Classes are held 
at the Geneva fire station, 4518 
Cable Street. CPR cards are 
given after completion of class.

To register visit www.swrfa.org 
or for more information, email  
southregioninfo@whatcomes.org

A warm farewell for Chief Ralston
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